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Splicing the Skinline at Dusk
Alessandra Bianchi
In a stacked cyberpunk district where neighbors share warmth and touch through a relay network, repair splicer Ilan Vey is pushed into a failing system he has spent years resenting. As overloaded lines begin to scorch the tower, he is pulled from routine fixes into a night of tight shafts, stubborn residents, and a hidden chamber that may hold the block together—or tear its habits apart.
ProseHub


    
A House Full of Static
Ilan Vey woke to the sound of rain ticking through the vent mesh above his bunk and the smell of fryer oil drifting up from the service market two levels below. In the stacked districts, mornings arrived by scent before they arrived by light. He sat up, rubbed sleep from his eyes, and reached for the leather kit hanging off the bunk frame: splicer clamps, insulated gloves, a coil cutter with one crooked tooth, a diagnostic wand he had repaired so many times it had started to feel like an argument he was winning by habit. Outside his narrow maintenance cubby, the block was already alive. Water ran down the spine of the building in silver threads, residents in thin coats moved across catwalks with paper cups of bitter bean brew, and the public Skinline kiosks glowed in their alcoves like patient animals waiting for a hand. People queued there every morning to trade touch through the mesh. A mother pressed two fingers to one brass plate while her son did the same three floors away. An old man rested his palm on another and smiled as if someone had finally answered a joke told years ago. Ilan watched them from the stairwell and snorted. The city charged extra for everything warm, dry, and human, then acted offended when people found a cheaper route. His wrist slate chimed with a repair notice from Block Nine, lower residential. Panel three on the east relay spine was running hot again. Of course it was. The entire district had a talent for asking for calm only after it had burned through the afternoon. He tucked the slate away, shouldered his kit, and headed down through the damp metal throat of the tower, stepping around a delivery drone that had wedged itself in a corner and died with an air of deep personal disappointment.
Block Nine's relay alcove sat behind a laundry exchange and a noodle stall whose owner had somehow convinced the building council that steam counted as climate control. By the time Ilan reached the panel, a line of residents had already formed under the flickering strip lights. They stood with the patience of people who had learned to make room for each other's inconvenience. A woman with turquoise nails complained that the morning touch buffer had stung her wrist. A teen in a courier jacket held up both hands and said the line had made his little brother cry without any obvious reason, which Ilan decided was probably the only honest complaint he had heard all week. He knelt beside the relay box, popped the cover, and found the panel breathing heat against his gloves. Not good heat. Not alive heat. The inside was scarred with a scorch bloom around the coupling fan, and somebody had patched the casing with a strip of cheap resin tape in a color that suggested optimism was available on credit. 'You touch it wrong, it bites,' Ilan muttered. 'That's just the building greeting you,' said a voice behind him. He looked up and found Joss leaning against the laundry chute with a courier satchel slung over one shoulder and rain in his hair. 'You're late,' Joss said. 'I had to walk through three floors of people pretending they weren't waiting for me.' 'And yet you survived.' 'Barely.' Joss grinned, then tipped his chin toward the panel. 'Can you get the east line back by tonight? Ma hasn't answered the wall plate in two days.' Ilan kept his face on the open relay, though the wrench in his hand tightened. 'The wall plate is not a person.' 'That is a cruel thing to say in this family.' 'I'm known for my kindness.' Joss's smile faded into something softer. 'It's her private channel, Ilan. She only uses it when she doesn't want to come down.' 'She never wants to come down.' 'Exactly.' Ilan heard what sat under the words and pretended not to. He slid the diagnostic wand into the coupling slot. The relay answered with a sharp spark that made the waiting residents step back and the noodle vendor swear in a language suitable for burned noodles and bad gods.
The panel spat a thin blue arc across Ilan's glove, and he slapped the wand away before it could cook his palm. One of the residents yelped. He turned, caught her wrist on instinct, and checked the skin where the contact had landed. A red mark, nothing worse. 'Still alive,' he said. 'Try not to applaud yet.' The woman laughed despite herself, which was enough to keep the mood from souring. Ilan keyed the panel shut and pulled the coupling free with a pair of insulated pliers. The inside smelled of singed plastic and warm copper. Somebody had been inside before him, and not with enough care to deserve the word technician. The fan bearings were worn, the load sink had been bridged by a homemade patch, and the current flow was misrouted through two floors of private touch nodes. He frowned. 'Who rerouted this?' 'That would be me,' said Mara Senn, arriving with a maintenance badge clipped to her coat and a rain-slick tablet under her arm. 'Only after the last contractor told me the line could 'handle a bit of enthusiasm'.' 'He lied,' Ilan said. 'He looked like a liar.' Mara came closer, peered into the opened panel, and winced. 'Can you keep it alive till dusk? The surge hits hard when the kitchen towers fire up.' 'If nobody breathes on it, yes.' 'So impossible, then.' The woman with turquoise nails snorted. Joss hid a smile behind his hand. Ilan fixed them both with a tired look and fitted a fresh sink plate into place. His fingers worked fast, exact, moving by muscle memory through the cramped box. He liked machines because they behaved better than people, and on days like this they still found ways to insult him. He set the meter on the relay spine, watched the readout climb too quickly, and frowned deeper. The heat was not centered in this panel. It was traveling through it. 'This spread isn't local,' he said. 'It feels like the whole spine is pulling harder than it should.' Mara crossed her arms. 'Can you prove that before sunset, or do I have to start lying to residents with confidence?' 'Give me ten minutes and your worst ladder.' 'You always ask for the worst ladder.' 'The good ones are for people who enjoy falling.'
Ilan left the waiting line in Mara's hands and climbed into the service shaft beyond the relay alcove. The hatch closed behind him with a clang that muted the block's noise into a damp, electrical hum. Inside, the shaft was barely wide enough for shoulders and tools, a vertical corridor of riveted steel, old cable loops, and condensation that gathered in fat beads before dropping onto his neck. He muttered a curse, adjusted his grip, and began to move. One hand on the rung, one hand on the wall, he hauled himself upward toward the next inspection node while his boots skidded for purchase on the oily metal. Every few meters he stopped, opened a junction plate, and tested the current bleed with the wand. The readings kept repeating in an ugly pattern: too much draw, then a sharp dip, then a spike like a startled pulse. He muttered to himself as he worked. 'If you wanted attention, you could have asked nicely.' At the third node he found the first clue. Not a burn, not a break, but a cluster of tapped contacts piggybacking on the line in a way no one had documented and nobody competent would have approved. Someone had threaded private channels through the communal spine, feeding touch and presence to half a dozen apartments at once. Not illegal, exactly. Worse. Creative. He crawled farther, shoulders scraping steel, and reached a side chamber where a family of three had turned a storage nook into a dinner alcove. They had bolted a cheap relay plate to the wall and were using it to share the smell of hot noodles from one apartment to another, turning a pot of broth and a plastic tray into a kind of domestic ceremony. A little girl in a patched yellow shirt looked up at Ilan through the grate and said, with grave confidence, 'He says you smell like old screws.' 'He has excellent taste,' Ilan replied, and the girl's father laughed so hard he nearly dropped his chopsticks. Ilan moved on with a half-smile that surprised him. The Skinline had become a habit here, not just a service. People used it for comfort, for arguments, for meals, for silent company on bad nights. The problem was plain now: the block had started leaning on the system the way people leaned on a railing until the metal complained.
By the time Ilan reached the next inspection point, the rain had thickened into an acid drizzle that hissed against the external vents and painted the maintenance glass with twitching trails. He worked by the pale strip-light from his wrist lamp, shoulders hunched, gloves slick, opening and closing the relay plates with quick, practiced motions. The block's shared systems hummed around him: laundry drums thudding behind a wall, the steam pumps from the noodle stall kicking on and off below, an old lull of fans dragging air through the airshafts. He had grown up inside that sound. It was not silence, never silence, but it had its own rough kind of shelter. Now the relay readouts were telling him the shelter was straining. He unbolted a casing, swapped a charred fuse coil, and found the same forced pattern beneath it: a bypass route hidden behind maintenance schedules, a second-layer draw feeding private touch loops all over the tower. He swore under his breath. 'You're going to tell me this is normal?' Joss's voice crackled through the maintenance band clipped at his collar. 'I was waiting until you asked nicely.' 'You put yourself on my channel again?' 'You say that like I need permission to worry.' Ilan paused with one hand in the relay box. 'I'm not the one you need to worry about.' 'No, clearly the building is charming and self-sufficient.' 'It was before everyone started using it like a spare living room.' Joss laughed once, then the sound thinned. 'Ma's room is cold,' he said. 'She won't come down for tea, won't answer the door, won't take delivery. She says the corridor is too loud.' 'The corridor is loud.' 'That's not the point.' Ilan looked at the wire bundle in front of him and thought of Elia Vey, high in the stack, choosing the smallest possible version of contact because it was the safest one. He did not like how much that thought landed. 'I'll get her private line back,' he said at last. 'If the system doesn't melt first.' 'You're the one who always sounds hopeful around machinery,' Joss said. 'That's because machines don't interrupt.' Ilan almost smiled, then a spark cracked from the side plate and he jerked back just in time to keep it from biting through his glove. He barked a laugh at the absurdity of nearly being lectured to death by copper. 'If I die up here,' he said, 'tell her it was the panel's fault.' 'I'll tell her you were being dramatic. She'll know the difference.'
Mara found him three floors higher, wedged half inside a relay closet with his sleeves blackened at the cuffs and his patience wearing thin. She shoved the door open with her shoulder and held up her tablet so he could see the load curve jumping across the screen. 'I need an answer now,' she said. 'The evening surge starts in less than two hours and half the block depends on this line for work check-ins, care calls, and, apparently, emotional convenience.' 'Apparently is doing a lot of work there,' Ilan said. 'Don't start.' Mara leaned against the doorframe. 'You repair the system. People use it. That's the deal.' 'People use it to avoid the staircase.' 'People use it because their knees hurt, their shifts run late, and some of them have the kind of loneliness that makes a metal plate look like mercy.' He snorted. 'That's almost poetry.' 'Don't make me regret opening my mouth.' Ilan pulled another panel free and showed her the scorched edge beneath the load sink. 'See this? The overdraw isn't random. Someone's feeding too many private loops through the same spine. It's stacking pressure through the whole tower.' Mara took the tablet closer, checked the readout, and swore softly. 'Can you isolate it?' 'Maybe. If I can find where the nest starts.' 'You have a gift for sounding insulting while making me dependent on you.' 'It's my talent.' She gave him a look that was half annoyance, half relief. 'Fine. Keep digging. But if this fails at dusk, the residents will riot in slippers.' 'I have seen slipper riots,' Ilan said. 'They are not impressive.' 'You were the one who hid the spare conduit under the laundry carts last winter.' 'That was preventative architecture.' Mara barked a laugh, then sobered. 'One more thing. Floor twelve is running private contact nearly nonstop. Family group, by the looks of it. They won't turn it off.' Ilan froze with the tool in hand. Nonstop contact. A whole floor leaning on one channel like a hand gripping a ledge. 'Which group?' 'The Vey stack.' His mouth went dry. He did not look up. 'Of course it is.' Mara watched him for a second, then said more gently, 'I didn't know.' 'Nobody does until the wires smoke.'
The words sat in the crawlspace like extra heat. Ilan closed the panel with unnecessary force and moved down the access stairs two at a time, anger giving his body a clean edge. The Vey stack had always liked its small rituals. Elia kept tea tins in labelled rows. Joss brought back pastries that went stale by afternoon. Ilan's own contribution had once been fixing a table leg without being asked, which, in this family, was practically a declaration of love. If the private line on floor twelve was running nonstop, then his mother had not only been avoiding the corridor; she had built an entire schedule around refusing it. He found Joss at the landing outside the service room, crouched beside a portable battery crate and sharing a packet of sweet bean cakes with a child from the neighboring unit. The boy had smeared filling across one cheek and was looking at the world with the solemn concentration of someone planning mischief on a grand scale. 'You look terrible,' Joss said, not looking up. 'Good. It means I'm working.' 'It means you found out something unpleasant and decided your face should share the burden.' Ilan leaned on the railing. 'Floor twelve is using the private band all day.' Joss stilled. 'I know.' 'You know.' 'Ma told me.' Ilan stared at him. 'And you didn't think that was worth mentioning before I climbed through half the tower?' 'I thought you'd be less insulting if you found it yourself.' 'That's absurd.' 'Is it?' Joss offered the boy a second cake, then stood and dusted off his hands. 'She uses it when she doesn't want anyone seeing her hands shake.' Ilan's irritation faltered, then returned in a different shape. 'Then why doesn't she come down?' Joss gave him a flat look. 'You know why.' 'No, I know she says the corridor is loud, the stairs are cruel, and the light hurts her eyes after noon.' 'That's the same thing with better clothes.' Ilan looked away. Around them, residents moved past with baskets of laundry, potted herbs, and package slips from the freight lift. Someone had strung colored cloth above the landing to dry, and the damp air smelled faintly of fried dough from the market below. Home details. Ordinary details. The kind that made hard things harder. Joss's voice softened. 'Can you fix it before she notices you fixing it?' 'I can fix it without turning it into a funeral.' 'That would be a relief.' 'You're enjoying this too much.' 'Only because you're finally being honest about what bothers you.' 'And what is that supposed to mean?' Joss shrugged. 'It means you don't hate the line. You hate what people do with it.'
By late afternoon the block was heating from the inside out. Cooking towers throbbed as families started dinner, freight lifts rattled through their shafts, and the Skinline kiosks glowed brighter as residents tried to squeeze one more private exchange before the evening surge. Ilan moved through it like a man trying to keep a leaking vessel afloat with both hands and a bad temper. He tested branch after branch, tightened couplings, replaced two blistered relays, and rerouted one illegal tap with a grim satisfaction that bordered on spite. In the middle of the work he was interrupted by a very old man in a wool vest who wanted to know whether the relay could be made to 'stop snoring at night.' 'Sir,' Ilan said, without looking up, 'if I could teach the block manners, I would charge a fortune and retire rich.' The old man considered that and said, 'You say that like you've never wanted to retire rich.' 'I want many things,' Ilan replied, 'most of them out of my budget.' The old man nodded as if this settled a philosophical dispute and shuffled away. Ilan almost laughed. Almost. The work carried him upward again, into another inspection cavity where the load curve repeated the same ugly shape he had seen below. Same heat scar. Same bypass. Same overfed private loop. His irritation started to thin into focus. This was not a single bad patch or one resident's stubborn habits. It was a whole stack of people using the line as a substitute for presence, for timing, for the effort of going to one another's doors. The network had become a habit strong enough to change how they lived. He hated that he understood it. He hated more that he did not entirely blame them. At the next junction he found a cluster of apartments sharing warmth through the mesh while a storm gathered outside the service slats, all of them silent in their own rooms, breathing together through copper and code. The sight hit harder than the smell of fried dough rising from the lower levels. It was almost touching. It was also too much for the wiring. He sealed the panel, shook out his cramped hand, and kept moving.
The storm struck just as dusk bled across the upper ledges. Acid rain struck the exterior shields in sharp metallic needles, and the wind shoved through the open service seams hard enough to make Ilan brace one boot against the frame. He had moved out onto a narrow maintenance catwalk to reach the upper distribution spine, a place where the tower's insides opened briefly to the weather before disappearing back into stacked concrete and cable. Below him, the city glimmered through wet haze, not with romance, but with an exhausted shine from heat vents, transit rails, and the glass fronts of food stalls. Somewhere on a lower level someone was frying dumplings in garlic oil. The smell climbed through the shaft like a reminder that ordinary life was still happening no matter how badly the wiring behaved. Ilan clipped himself to the rail, unscrewed the outer housing, and peered into the spine. The load was worse here. Much worse. He could see it in the heat bloom, a line of stressed connectors glowing dull orange under the lamp, each one carrying more than it was built for because the block had learned to lean on itself all at once. A laugh crackled over his wrist band, thin with static. Joss again. 'Tell me you're nearly done.' 'Tell me you brought coffee.' 'I brought worse. I brought honesty.' 'That's cruel.' 'You love it.' 'I tolerate it.' Joss hummed in amusement. 'Ma still hasn't answered the wall plate.' 'I know.' 'Will you go see her after this?' Ilan tightened a coupling and felt the metal give a little under his wrench. 'If the line stays up long enough.' 'That's not really an answer.' 'It's the best one I'm issuing tonight.' He shut the band off before his brother could push harder and fed a fresh cable into the outer bracket. The work demanded both hands. He sealed one connector, then another, then another, each movement clean and deliberate, shoulders straining as he rebuilt the path for current. When the final plate clicked into place, he ran the diagnostic and watched the same ugly pattern flare across three floors above and two floors below. He went still. The spread was not random. It repeated. It nested. The entire spine was carrying the same fault shape, as if the building itself had learned a bad habit and refused to stop.
By the time he reached the master junction, Ilan's gloves were slick with rain and soot, his neck ached from looking up too long, and his temper had been worn down into something leaner and sharper. Mara was already there, kneeling beside the central relay cabinet with two techs holding portable lamps and a third resident fanning a small child who looked bored enough to be dangerous. The child caught Ilan staring and stuck out his tongue with solemn commitment. Ilan answered by tapping the side of the cabinet with his wrench. 'If this explodes, I blame the small one.' 'He'll take that as praise,' Mara said. She stepped aside so he could see the junction board. 'Tell me something useful.' 'Useful first, comforting later.' He crouched, opened the cabinet, and felt the full heat of the problem wash over his hands. The same scorch rings. The same overloaded bypasses. The same pattern repeated across the district feed with unsettling regularity. Not sabotage. Not a single bad component. A tower-wide habit of private loops feeding into a communal spine until the whole structure had begun to tremble under the weight of all the closeness it was being asked to carry. Ilan checked one connection, then another, then another, moving fast now, his body already speaking before his mouth could catch up. He clipped the tester to the first junction, the second, the third. Every reading matched the same strain. He looked up at Mara, then at the waiting residents, then at the ladder winding upward into the dark where Floor Twelve sat like a held breath. 'This isn't one panel,' he said. 'It's the whole house.' Mara's face changed first to annoyance, then to something tighter. 'Can you keep it alive?' He slid the tester free, stood, and rolled his shoulders once as if preparing for a fight. 'Not as it is.' He set his wrench against the cabinet and drew in a slow breath. The block hummed around him, warm with dinner, wet with rain, crowded with people who had built their lives around a touch through copper. For the first time all day, he saw the shape of the problem clearly enough to know it would not be solved by a patch. It would need a hand in the wires and a choice no one in the tower was ready to make.

    
Down the Service Spine
Mara led him away from the master junction with her tablet tucked under one arm and rain ticking through the service grates above them like a handful of thrown nails. The cabinet behind them still radiated heat, but the real danger had moved deeper into the block, into the places where old metal and newer habits had been forced to share the same skeleton. Ilan followed her down a narrow maintenance stair, one hand on the rail, the other on his kit, while the building breathed around them in its usual uneven way: laundry steam hissing from vent slats, a noodle stall below spitting garlic into oil, a freight lift rattling somewhere in the dark like a bad-tempered drum. 'You look pleased with yourself,' Mara said without turning. 'I haven't had time to become pleased,' Ilan replied. 'Give it an hour.' She gave a short laugh that sounded more like a cough with good manners. At the bottom landing, she stopped beside a service hatch painted the same dull green as every other piece of institutional mercy in the tower. 'Start here. Lower residents reported the worst heat bloom, and one of them claims the wall plate keeps making a sound like a cat swallowing glass.' 'That is either a failure or a very specific form of poetry.' 'In this building, the difference is often cosmetic.' Ilan popped the hatch and slid inside feet first, shoulders scraping steel. The shaft beyond was tight enough to turn breathing into a deliberate act. Condensation gathered on the cable trays and dropped onto his neck in cold taps that made him curse under his breath. He moved anyway, one rung at a time, using the light on his wrist to catch the colored runs of copper that braided the tower together. The first two junction boxes showed the same scar he had seen in the master cabinet: a heat bloom around the coupling fan, a cheap bypass where no bypass should have been, and a faint shimmer of overdraw in the insulation. Someone had been piggybacking private loops onto the communal feed again. Not sabotage. Worse. Improvised domesticity. He muttered, 'If I find any more of these, I am billing the whole floor for creativity.'
The line branches tightened as Ilan descended. Each access plate he opened revealed another small betrayal of engineering discipline: a relay box patched with resin tape, a load sink swapped for a second-hand module, a wire nest tucked behind a panel where someone had tucked comfort close enough to nick the main current. He unplugged one of the worst offenders with a flat wrench, then paused when the sound from the other side of the wall changed. Through the metal he could hear the low murmur of a family sharing dinner by contact. Not words exactly, more the rhythm of a meal passed around a room that did not have enough chairs. A spoon scraped against a bowl. Someone laughed. A child said, 'I want the spicy one,' and a tired voice answered, 'You want the one that does not make you cry in front of your sister.' Ilan snorted despite himself and kept working. In the next alcove he found a cluster of apartments linked through a single public plate, all of them sharing the smell of hot broth while their residents sat in separate rooms with their doors half shut. One elderly woman noticed him through the mesh and tapped the plate twice, then pointed at the scorched edge on the relay as if to say, well, obviously. 'Yes, yes,' he muttered. 'You were right, and I was slow.' She smiled with the ferocity of someone who had earned the right to be smug. At the bottom of the alcove, a maintenance drone sat wedged in a corner, one wheel hanging loose, its little status light blinking a mournful blue. It chirped in a thin synthetic voice, 'Your patience is appreciated. Your patience is also overheating.' Ilan stared at it. 'That thing should not be allowed to talk.' The woman laughed, bright and brief. Even Mara, standing in the doorway with her tablet, hid a grin behind her wrist. The absurdity lasted only a second, but it was enough to make the work feel less like a funeral and more like a bad joke the building was telling on itself.
By the time Ilan reached the third maintenance corridor, the tower had narrowed into a throat of riveted steel and old service tags curling at the corners. He moved with one knee braced against the wall, pulling open panels, testing the current, sealing charred connectors with the end of a heat wand until the new material flashed and hardened. The route he was tracing was not random anymore. The overloads repeated in a pattern shaped by lived habit: a branch for shared tea at dawn, a branch for late-night check-ins after shift, a branch for households that could not stand the corridor noise but still wanted to send warmth through the mesh. The Skinline had become a substitute for crossing distances the block no longer had the energy to cross. He disliked how much sense that made. At a bend in the shaft, he passed a laundry exchange where damp shirts and patched overalls slid from one chute to another on plastic hangers. Two women argued over a missing sock with the intensity of diplomats. 'It's not missing,' one said. 'It is roaming,' said the other. 'That sock has ambitions.' Ilan was forced to laugh, and the sound surprised him. The women looked up as if laughter were a tool they had not expected to see in the maintenance rack. He checked their wall plate while they kept bickering, found a hairline crack in the casing, and fixed it with a clamp from his pocket kit. 'There,' he said. 'Your wandering sock should have less competition now.' 'The sock will be devastated,' the first woman replied. 'We will all adapt,' Ilan said. 'This building has endured worse than textile politics.' Mara, who had followed him into the corridor with her tablet and a mug of something dark enough to qualify as a threat, leaned in to show him the readout. 'The draw keeps spiking near floor twelve,' she said. 'The branch there is hungry.' Ilan wiped his hand on his sleeve. 'Hungry for what?' She gave him a look. 'Probably answers. Buildings are dramatic that way.' He should have rolled his eyes. Instead, he glanced upward, toward the upper stack where his mother lived, and felt the irritation he had been nursing all morning loosen into something more careful.
Joss found him at the next access rung, clinging to the frame while the shaft trembled faintly under the evening load. He arrived with a courier satchel slung across his back, damp curls falling into his eyes, and a paper cup of coffee balanced in one hand with insulting confidence. 'You are impossible to buy for,' he said by way of greeting. 'You brought me coffee after I nearly got shocked by a relay box.' 'Exactly. I support your hobbies.' Ilan took the cup and smelled the bitter steam. It was too strong, too cheap, and therefore probably perfect. 'You're late.' 'I was detoured by a delivery cart, a woman arguing with a vending machine, and a man who believes the lift should apologize for existing.' 'Reasonable objections all.' Joss leaned on the frame beside him. 'Mara said you found the problem.' 'I found a problem. The block has more than one.' Joss's expression shifted. 'And Ma?' Ilan looked away, then back down the shaft. 'Still on floor twelve. Still hiding behind the private plate.' Joss rubbed at the back of his neck. 'She's not hiding. She's managing.' 'By refusing to come down?' 'By refusing to let the whole tower watch her hesitate.' Ilan had no quick answer for that. Joss watched him with the half-amused patience only a younger brother could get away with. 'You know she hates when people fuss over her,' Joss added. 'You fuss over her with tools,' Ilan said. 'That counts less.' 'Not to me.' They climbed three rungs in silence. Then Joss said, softer, 'She told me the corridor is too loud after the fall.' Ilan stopped. 'What fall?' 'Six weeks ago. The lower landing was wet. She caught herself, but her hand shook for two days after. She says the public plates make her feel observed when she is tired.' Ilan gripped the rung harder. 'So she uses the private loop.' 'Because it lets her talk to people without making a performance out of it.' Joss shrugged, but his voice stayed gentle. 'Try not to look so offended by the concept of dignity.' 'I'm not offended.' 'You are absolutely offended.' Ilan blew out a breath through his nose and resumed climbing. 'Fine. I'm offended and still working.' 'That is the family motto.' 'We don't have a family motto.' 'We do now. I just made it up. You can bill me later.'
Floor twelve sat higher than the rest of the stack, where the building bent inward toward a ring of narrow corridors and window slits that caught the rain in slanted silver bars. The air smelled different here, less fried oil and steam, more clean cloth, old tea, and the faint mineral tang of medicine patches warming under lamps. Ilan stepped out of the shaft and found a row of apartment doors with touch plates mounted beside them in neat little pairs. Most were dark. One glowed amber. He knew which one without asking. He knocked once, then again, and waited. A chain clicked. The door opened a fraction, enough for him to see his mother's hand on the frame and the line of her jaw, thin with fatigue but still unmistakably sharp. 'If you're here to scowl at my wiring, you can leave the scowl and keep the ladder,' Elia said. 'I brought my own ladder,' Ilan replied. 'Rude. I was counting on local hospitality.' Her mouth twitched despite herself. She opened the door wider. The room beyond was warm, orderly, and smaller than he remembered it feeling the last time he had carried a crate of tea up to her shelf. A kettle hummed on the induction plate. Three cups sat on a tray. The wall touch panel glowed softly beside a couch draped with a woven blanket. No clutter. No noise. Just a carefully defended pocket of quiet. Elia watched him take in the room and folded her arms. 'You have the expression of a man who wants to complain and knows better.' 'I have the expression of a man who has already complained to the building and is now threatening the building with maintenance.' 'That sounds like you.' Joss, arriving behind him with less grace and more sympathy, offered the tray a glance. 'Tea?' 'If it isn't the awful kind,' Elia said. 'It is absolutely the awful kind,' Joss said. 'Excellent. Sit down before your brother decides my floor plan is morally wrong.' Ilan almost smiled. Almost. Instead, he crouched beside the wall plate and ran his tester across the input pins. The reading jumped, steady and hot. 'You are pulling too much through this branch,' he said. 'Not just family calls. There are other taps.' Elia did not deny it. 'I know.'
'You know,' Ilan repeated, turning to face her. 'This whole time, you knew the line was overloaded.' 'And this whole time, you knew the building was full of people who would rather press a plate than climb a stair after a twelve-hour shift.' Her voice stayed calm, but there was a bite under it. 'Do not make this sound like laziness. Some of us are tired in places that do not show.' The words landed harder than he expected. Joss glanced between them and wisely found the tea kettle suddenly fascinating. Ilan stood, brushing dust from his knees. 'I didn't say lazy.' 'You sounded like it.' 'I sounded annoyed.' 'That too.' Elia moved past him to the window slit, fingers resting lightly on the sill. Beyond it, the city was a wet sheen of stacked balconies, transit rails, and cooking vents exhaling thin orange light into the rain. 'When your father was alive,' she said after a moment, 'we used the public plates more. People came by. They brought food. They talked too much. Then they learned our stairs were narrow, my knees were bad, and your brother had a habit of arriving with bruised knuckles. The private loop let us stay among people without having to explain ourselves every night.' Joss, over his cup, said, 'He still arrives with bruised knuckles.' 'That's because he insists on carrying impossible boxes,' Elia said. 'It's called dedication.' 'It's called poor lifting technique,' Ilan muttered. Despite himself, he felt the room soften around the edges. Elia looked back at him. 'If you are searching for a villain, you will not find one here.' 'I wasn't looking for a villain.' 'You were looking for a fault.' He did not answer. She sighed, and the sound carried years of being tired without becoming weak. 'There is an old chamber below the laundry exchange,' she said. 'Original building infrastructure. Before the district was crowded this badly, it was meant to spread load during blackouts and heat spikes. Most people do not know it is still there. Fewer know it can still be opened.' Ilan straightened. 'Why do you know that?' 'Because I used to sit in the tenant office when the block was refitted, and because someone has to remember which doors were built to move when the weather turns cruel.' She touched the wall plate once, gently. 'If you want the Skinline to hold the block, you will need more than repair tape. You will need a place where the current can breathe.'
The laundry exchange sat two levels down, wedged between a noodle counter and a communal drying hall where warm air moved through racks of shirts, bedding, and work gloves in slow, fragrant waves. People came and went with baskets balanced on hips, swapping clean clothes, gossip, and spare detergent tabs as if all three were equally important to survival. The place had its own rhythm. A woman in a silver coat argued with a dispenser that kept offering lavender scent when she had clearly selected citrus. A child tried to feed a machine with a sock and was persuaded, after much negotiation, that the sock was not hungry. Ilan and Mara threaded through the crowd to the rear wall, where Elia's directions led them to a sealed panel hidden behind stacked barrels of soap. 'This is the part where the building pretends to be innocent,' Mara said. 'It isn't very convincing.' Ilan pried the panel loose with a crowbar and a flat pry tool, then shoved his shoulder into the seam until the old latch gave with a screech of protest. Dust spilled out in a dry breath. Inside was a chamber no one had used in years, maybe longer: a low, concrete room ringed with dormant sockets, obsolete cooling fins, and a bank of relay posts that looked built for weather more than convenience. Emergency load spreaders, old but intact. A maintenance bot sat in one corner under a sheet of grime, its status light still flickering with stubborn life. Its voice cracked awake when Ilan brushed a cable aside. 'Please identify yourself,' it said. 'If you are the disaster, please wait outside.' Joss, who had followed them down with two cups of tea and the face of a man enjoying a dangerous situation, barked a laugh. 'I like this one.' The bot turned its lens toward him. 'Your enthusiasm has been logged. Your enthusiasm is not enough.' 'You hear that?' Ilan said. 'Even the dead equipment here has standards.' Mara peered along the room's wiring spine and whistled low. 'This chamber can take the spike.' 'It can take some of it,' Ilan said, already crouching beside the first socket. 'Not all, not without being fed properly. But if we wake it, it gives us room to breathe.' He ran his fingers along the old insulation, checking for rot, testing the clamps, feeling the whole chamber answer under his hand like a body waking from a long nap. The chamber was not the solution yet. It was a chance.
The chance meant work, and work meant walking the block again with different eyes. Ilan spent the next stretch moving through the lower floors, stopping at plates, climbing ladders, and opening panels while the evening meal rush gathered strength around him. He found a grandmother sharing the smell of pepper soup with a grandson stationed three floors away on a late shift. He found two security guards passing silence between them through a private touch loop because they had run out of words after midnight patrols. He found a group of cleaners using the network to coordinate which corridor needed mopping after a juice spill from the market, and a nurse on her break who held one hand to a relay plate while she ate fried rice with the other. Not one of them looked indulgent. They looked tired, careful, and stubbornly alive. Somewhere in the middle of it, his irritation began to look foolish even to him. At a corner landing, a woman with a shaved head and a patterned apron stopped him by holding out a paper cup of ginger tea. 'You fix the heat?' she asked. 'I'm trying not to make it worse.' 'Same difference by this point.' She leaned one shoulder against the rail and pointed at the plate near her apartment. 'My son gets home after dawn. I keep the line on for him because he hates knocking on my door when he thinks I'm asleep.' 'Why not let him knock?' 'Because then I have to look alive while still waking up.' The answer was so dryly honest that Ilan laughed under his breath. The woman smiled in triumph. 'There. You do have one human setting.' He took the tea. It tasted of ginger, black sugar, and a little smoke from the pot. Around them, the block buzzed with the ordinary machinery of people trying to make a life that fit inside narrow walls. Ilan watched a pair of teenagers lean against opposite sides of a public plate, sharing music through the touch mesh while one of them rhythmically tapped a spoon against a takeaway container. No one here was simply avoiding one another. They were negotiating closeness with the tools they had. That was harder to condemn than he wanted it to be. By the time he finished the tea, the evening surge had begun to rise through the tower in pulses of heat, and the load readings on his wrist slate were climbing again.
The pattern finally made sense when Ilan followed it back to the upper distribution spine. He climbed alone this time, because the shaft was too tight for more than one person and because the numbers on the slate kept repeating the same ugly answer in a dozen different forms. Too many private loops. Too few nodes. A tower that had been designed for occasional sharing now carrying constant emotional traffic like a market lift packed with wet bricks. He opened a panel near the central branch and nearly swore loud enough to wake the floor above. The loads weren't just overdrawn; they were synchronized. People had not merely added private taps. They had learned to keep them active in waves, so that whole clusters of apartments could maintain low-level contact all day and then spike together at mealtimes, after shifts, and before sleep. Clever. Improvised. Unsustainable. 'Tell me you have a face for useful news,' Mara said over the maintenance band. 'I have a face for expensive news,' he replied. 'Is that close?' 'Not remotely.' He held the tester in place while the readout flattened, then jumped, then flattened again. 'The chamber below can take load,' he said. 'But only if we stop pretending the private loops are separate from the public spine.' Mara was quiet for a beat. 'Meaning?' 'Meaning the block is using hidden branches everywhere. If we wake the old chamber, it'll stabilize the current, but the residents will have to give up the illusion that they can all stay in separate rooms and still borrow the same house forever.' 'That's not a technical problem,' she said. 'No.' 'That's a people problem.' 'Also yes.' She exhaled, and he could hear the ache of the whole evening in that sound. 'You know they're going to hate any change that feels like taking something away.' 'I know.' 'Can you do it anyway?' Ilan looked through the maintenance slit at the rain-sheathed city below. The kitchens were still running, the freight rails still shaking, the market still feeding everyone at once. The block seemed too full of habits to be persuaded by one tired splicer with burned gloves. 'I can open the chamber,' he said. 'I can reroute the current. I cannot make them stop being afraid of the stairs.' Mara gave a short, grim laugh. 'Good. Because I was worried that was in the job description.'
He went back to Elia's door after midnight, carrying a coil of new cable over one shoulder and the smell of hot metal on his sleeves. Joss trailed behind him with two paper cups of tea and a face that said he understood this was not the moment to joke unless the joke was useful. Elia opened the door before they knocked. She had not changed her clothes, but she had tucked her hair back and stood straighter than before, as if she had chosen to meet the evening on purpose. Ilan held up the cable. 'The old chamber is real.' 'I know,' she said. 'The question is whether you can persuade anyone to use it.' 'Persuasion is your department,' Joss said. 'Mine is carrying things and making bad decisions look portable.' Elia stepped aside to let them in. The tea steamed between them. The room, quiet as ever, felt less like hiding and more like a held breath. Ilan set the cable down and turned to her. 'Why didn't you tell me sooner?' 'Because you come in with that expression when you think you've found a solution and a consequence in the same room.' 'That's because there usually is one.' 'Yes. And because I did not want you deciding for me what I was allowed to need.' The answer sat between them with no place to go except honest air. Joss looked away and pretended interest in the wall plate. Ilan rubbed his thumb across a burn mark on his glove. 'I'm not trying to take the line from anyone,' he said at last. 'I'm trying to keep it from tearing the block apart.' Elia nodded once. 'Then do that. But if you open the chamber, do not make people feel like they are being relocated out of their own lives. Give them a reason to step into the same room without shame. Give them a place where the noise belongs to everyone.' He absorbed that in silence. It was not a technical instruction, exactly. It was worse. It was wise. The kind of wisdom that made repairs feel smaller and more difficult at the same time. Joss nudged the tea cup toward him. 'You have a look.' 'What kind of look?' 'The one where you realize tomorrow is going to be rude.' Mara's voice crackled from the wrist band before he could answer. 'Vey. I found the access panel for the chamber's primary intake. It is alive enough to bite. If you still want to open this thing, you should come and do it before the evening surge peaks.' Ilan looked at the cable on the floor, then at his mother, then at his brother's patient, maddening face. He set the tea down, rolled his shoulders, and reached for his kit. The next climb would be the hard one.

    
Where the Current Opens
Mara pulled the service hatch wide enough for Ilan to duck through, then led him down a ladder bolted into the building's old guts. The metal was cold through his gloves and smelled of machine oil, wet concrete, and the sweet rot of laundry steam that had leaked in over years. At the bottom, the chamber opened wider than he expected: a low room under the exchange hall with concrete ribs, dead fans, and rows of sockets waiting like empty teeth. Dust floated in the lamp beams. A maintenance bot sat under a ragged tarp, one lens clouded, one wheel missing. It blinked awake and said, 'Please identify yourself. If you are the disaster, please sign the log before damage occurs.' Joss laughed so hard coffee sloshed in his thermos. 'I like this one,' he said.
'You kept this buried under soap racks?' Ilan asked Mara.
'You say that like we had a choice,' she said. 'Half the block forgot the room existed. The other half assumed it was condemned.'
'That's usually how useful things survive,' Elia said from the doorway.
Ilan turned. His mother had come down in a dark coat and soft shoes, carrying a flashlight and the expression of someone who had already decided not to be impressed. 'You said you would not let the tower die on its own bad habits,' she told him. 'I came to see if that was bravado or work.'
'A little of both,' Ilan said.
The chamber hummed softly while rain tapped the grates above and the noodle stall down the hall exhaled garlic oil into the air. He set his bag down, opened the first panel, and began to clean the intake with a brush stiff as wire. Under the grime the chamber still remembered its purpose. Old labels marked each panel in three languages, one of them almost worn away, the others scratched over by tenants who had once needed the room and then forgotten to keep needing it. Ilan worked fast. He snapped open the first housing, scraped out dust, and found the original load spreaders still seated beneath newer patches of cheap cable. Whoever had sealed the room years ago had not destroyed it; they had merely hidden it. That was almost worse. 'This place could have taken half the block's draw,' he muttered.
'Then we open it,' Mara said.
'We need the intake fan clean, the bus bars reseated, and the backup sink wired to the upper branches.'
'You make it sound romantic,' Joss said.
'It is absolutely not romantic.'
'He says, while caressing a relay box,' the maintenance bot observed.
Joss pointed at it. 'See? It understands tone.'
Ilan pried a corroded clamp loose and handed it to Elia without looking up. 'Can you read these old tags?'
She bent over the panel, flashlight steady in her hand. 'South branch. Laundry. Upper walk. Family loops. That one was emergency spread. That one...' She paused, then smiled a little. 'That one was meant for storms like the one you are about to argue with.'
'You knew about this room all along.'
'I knew it existed.' She lifted one shoulder. 'I did not know anyone competent enough to reopen it until today.'
He snorted. 'That's almost a compliment.'
'Do not get used to it.'
While Mara checked the hallway and Joss hauled in the spare cable from a service cart, Elia handed Ilan a stack of old fuse plates wrapped in cloth. They smelled faintly of tea and storage dust. He checked each one, then chose the least corroded. The chamber felt different when she was there, less like a forgotten machine and more like a room waiting to be used. He did not say that out loud. He was not ready to sound grateful.
By the time the first branch came online, the building had begun to pulse with evening life. Stove vents thickened the air with fried shallot and pepper, freight lifts rattled, children chased each other between laundry racks, and the private plates on floor twelve blinked brighter as households settled in for the night. Ilan moved from landing to landing with Mara and Joss, carrying a roll of new cable over one shoulder and a portable tester in his hand. He stopped people before they could settle into their usual habits.
'The chamber below is open,' he told a pair of cleaners on the fifth floor. 'You can keep your private loops, but if you try to run the whole tower through them tonight, the spine will cook.'
One of the cleaners frowned. 'You want us all to walk down there?'
'Only if you want your walls to stay unburned.'
'That's not the kind of invitation people enjoy,' she said.
'I'm aware.'
An older man in a sleeveless undershirt poked his head out of a door and squinted at the cable. 'If the line dies, I miss my brother's call.'
'If the line dies tonight, nobody gets anybody's call,' Ilan said. 'I am trying to avoid that.'
The man grunted, weighed the answer, and then waved his hand in surrender. 'Fine. But if I have to stand in a room full of strangers, I am blaming you.'
'That is fair.'
A little girl on the next landing watched them with large, serious eyes and asked, 'Will the room have tea?'
Mara crouched to her height. 'Probably terrible tea.'
'Then it's a real room,' the girl said, satisfied.
Even Ilan had to smile at that. The resistance came anyway. A few floors higher, residents balked at the idea of disconnecting their private branches and moving the load to a room they had not used in years. One woman with metal-framed glasses held her door half closed and said she did not like being visible when she was tired. Elia answered her before Ilan could.
'Then sit near the back and keep your light low,' she said. 'No one is asking you to perform.'
The woman searched her face, then nodded. One by one, people agreed to carry their own chairs, blankets, and kettles down toward the chamber. The tower had a way of turning inconvenience into a form of customs. Ilan found that strangely moving and irritating at the same time.
Back in the chamber, the first cables were in place and the old load spreaders were waking with a low mechanical murmur that reminded Ilan of a throat clearing after a long silence. He knelt at the central intake and tightened the bridge clamps one by one while Joss fed him tools and Mara logged the branch counts on her tablet. The maintenance bot rolled itself an inch across the floor, stopped, and announced, 'Activity level has risen by 43 percent. Anxiety level has risen by 91 percent. This is not a complaint. It is a measurement.'
'Comforting,' Joss said.
'It is meant to be helpful.'
'That makes it worse,' Ilan muttered.
He slid a new fuse plate into the east sink and felt the chamber answer with a deeper hum. The old system was still stiff, still reluctant, but it was awake. On the wall, the status lights shifted from dull amber toward a steadier green. Above them, the block grew louder as residents moved down stairwells carrying trays, folding stools, quilts, and the kind of food people only made when they expected to stay in one another's company. Someone brought dumplings wrapped in leaves. Someone else carried a pot of black tea with slices of ginger floating like small amber boats. The smell drifted into the chamber and mixed with dust and warm wiring.
Mara glanced at the readout. 'The upper floors are still overdrawn.'
'Not for long.'
'You sound annoyingly confident.'
'I am deeply threatened by the amount of improvisation already in this building.'
Joss, crouched by the door, grinned. 'You say that like you are not the chief improviser.'
'There is a difference between improvising and suffering professionally.'
'Not in this family,' Elia said from the stairs.
She had brought down three blankets and an old paper lantern with a cracked handle, a ridiculous thing in a room full of cables and relays. When she set it on the shelf, the weak orange light did something the lamps did not. It softened the concrete. The chamber stopped looking like a hidden utility room and started looking like a place people had once meant to gather.
'You kept that?' Ilan asked.
'It was my mother's,' she said.
'We are all old enough for that sentence to be insulting.'
'Good,' she said. 'Then it is accurate.'
He gave her a sideways look, and for a second they almost looked like they could share the same kind of silence without it becoming a fight.
Then the first true surge arrived with a low thud through the building's bones. Lights in the chamber trembled. The intake fan coughed, then steadied. On the tester the load graph shot upward so sharply that for a moment it looked less like data and more like a warning in the shape of a cliff. Ilan swore, dropped to one knee, and jammed both hands against the central coupler.
'There,' Mara said, voice tightening. 'That's the west stack waking.'
'No, that's the west stack panicking.'
He snapped the side latch open, yanked the overheated connector free, and fed the backup line through by hand while the current hissed across the insulation. The gloves bit into his palms. The chamber vibrated with the strain of too many households drawing warmth, light, and contact at once. Above them, the building echoed with footsteps as people moved into the safer room he had opened. He could hear their voices through the grates, muffled but real.
Joss came in with the battery pack under one arm and a smudge of oil on his cheek. 'Three floors are refusing to disconnect their private loops,' he said.
'Which ones?'
'Floor twelve.'
Of course. Ilan barked a laugh that had no amusement in it. 'My mother has excellent timing.'
Elia looked up from the old lantern. 'She has excellent reasons.'
'Now is not the moment for reasons,' Mara said.
'Now is exactly when reasons show up,' Elia replied.
That was when the outer sink flashed red. One of the upper branches had jammed itself deeper into the spine than it should have. Ilan saw the fault and swore again. The west stack was drawing through a private branch while the communal intake was trying to absorb it. The system was folding in on itself. He grabbed the wrench, slammed the panel shut, and shouted up the stairwell, 'Whoever is still on the private line, cut it now or I cut it for you!'
No one answered. The silence upstairs was the kind that meant either fear or stubbornness. Ilan hauled himself up the steps two at a time, shoulders scraping the rail, and felt Joss right behind him. The chamber's hum followed them like a living thing.
Floor twelve was hotter than the levels below, not from the weather but from the strain leaking through the walls. Ilan found the private junction outside Elia's apartment glowing under its cover plate, all amber heat and thin, unhappy clicks. One neighbor had already cracked her door open to watch. Another stood barefoot in the hall with a kettle in one hand, as if the kettle might count as a weapon if things turned rude.
'Cut it,' Ilan said.
The neighbor with the kettle frowned. 'We lose the line.'
'You lose the line for a minute,' he snapped. 'You lose the whole floor if you keep feeding the draw like that.'
Elia stepped out of her apartment and shut the door behind her. She had no coat now, only a wool shirt and the tired certainty of someone who had made this decision earlier than anyone else in the hall. 'Do it,' she said to the others.
One woman hesitated. 'Your channel stays private.'
'Not tonight,' Elia replied. 'Tonight it goes where the building can breathe.'
Ilan knelt, sliced the outer seal, and found the cheap bypass his mother had hidden behind the wall plate. He stared at it for half a second, then laughed despite himself. 'You really did know how to make this difficult.'
'I live here,' she said. 'Difficulty is part of the rent.'
Joss crouched beside him and held the lamp steady. The hall was tight, warm, and too full of people pretending not to be frightened. Ilan cut the private branch free, fitted the reroute collar, and fed the cable into the communal spine. The connector resisted. He put his shoulder into it until the lock teeth bit home with a wet metallic click.
The hallway lights steadied.
The kettle woman exhaled like she had been holding her breath for weeks. 'That is almost insulting,' she said. 'It feels too simple.'
'Only because it is not the whole fix,' Ilan replied. 'It is the first one.'
Elia watched him with that same sharp, measuring look she used on broken appliances and dishonest people. 'Can you keep the floor from falling apart?'
'If you stop feeding it like a machine that owes you money, yes.'
A dry laugh ran through the hall. Even the woman with the kettle let herself smile. Then the floor lights dimmed again, deeper this time. The chamber below was calling for more current than they had prepared for.
They ran back down the stairwell in a knot of shoulders, lamps, and annoyed breathing. The chamber's hum had changed by the time Ilan reached it. It was no longer a steady mechanical murmur; it was a strained note that rose and fell as the load spreader fought to hold. On the wall, three status lights had shifted to orange. One had gone red.
'There,' Mara said sharply, pointing toward the cooling bank. 'Fan two just seized.'
Ilan crossed the room in three strides and dropped to the panel. The fan cage was clogged with dust, lint, and the kind of fluff that only accumulates in buildings where laundry has been pumped through the air for decades. He dragged the cage open with a screwdriver, pulled out a wad the size of a nest, and sneezed hard enough to make Joss laugh.
'If you get killed by lint,' Joss said, 'I am telling everyone it was a noble struggle.'
'You will tell them I was murdered by bad architecture.'
'That too.'
The maintenance bot trundled over, inspected the open housing, and declared, 'Emergency suggestion: use the backup fan.'
'What backup fan?' Mara asked.
The bot tilted its lens toward a wall panel half hidden behind a stack of old detergent crates. Ilan stared at it, then at Mara, and grinned despite the sweat running down his neck. 'Of course there is a backup fan.'
'Of course there is,' Elia said, as if she had been expecting the room to keep secrets from her and finding that mildly rude.
They shoved the crates aside, and behind them sat a second cooling unit with its casing scratched but intact. Ilan rewired it on the spot, twisting cable through the mount with one hand while the other held the tester steady. Joss climbed the shelf to brace the housing. Mara ducked under the intake pipe and held a tool bag open while Elia passed him insulated clips one by one, calm as if she had been doing this for years. Maybe, Ilan thought, she had been waiting for exactly this kind of problem longer than he had been alive.
The new fan kicked on with a gust of cold air that smelled faintly of old detergent and rain-soaked metal. The chamber answered with a deeper, healthier hum. For the first time, the surge did not sound like an attack. It sounded like breath.
Then the surge peaked.
Every lamp in the chamber flickered hard enough to leave spots in Ilan's vision. The status board climbed, stalled, then leapt again. The whole building had chosen that moment to want the same thing: heat, light, contact, and the comfort of not being alone in separate rooms. The chamber could take it, but only if the path stayed open and the private branches stopped stealing the pressure halfway down.
'West stack is still bleeding,' Mara shouted over the hum.
'Which branch?'
'The one on twelve. They reconnected something.'
Ilan swore and swung onto the service ladder in the corner, climbing fast with the tester clipped to his wrist. He rose into the shaft above the chamber, where the upper intake lines crossed in a narrow lattice of copper and insulated glass. One connector had begun to glow white at the seam. Not good. Not even close.
He jammed the pry bar into the housing, held himself against the frame with one knee, and cracked the coupler open.
A sharp hiss struck his gloves. The air smelled of hot plastic and ozone.
'If you fry yourself,' Joss called from below, 'I am not carrying you back down.'
'Noted.'
He did not have room for more language. Ilan pulled the burning bypass free, fed the replacement line through with both hands, and locked the clamps shut while the current hammered against the tool in his fist. His shoulders burned. His forearms shook. The meter screamed red, then slipped to amber as the new route caught. Below him, the chamber light steadied for one impossible second.
That was when the old board on the north wall failed.
A bus plate cracked with a sound like a snapped bone, and a spray of sparks kicked across the floor. Mara jerked back. The maintenance bot rolled into the shower of light and said, 'This is an unacceptable time for drama.'
'Then stop being dramatic,' Joss shot back, dragging the bot out of the spark field by its bent side rail.
Ilan climbed down before the heat could climb higher. He hit the floor hard, skidded, and grabbed the cracked bus with one hand while Elia shoved the spare plate into his other. For a second the whole room seemed to hold its breath with him. Then he seated the replacement, slammed the locking bar down, and drove the final connector home with a wrench strike that rang through the chamber like a bell. The load graph flattened. Not calm, not perfect, but safe enough to carry. The chamber deepened into a steady, livable hum.
No one spoke for a moment. The chamber just breathed around them, fans turning, cables warm, the old concrete holding the shape of the work they had forced through it. Then, from the stairs and the landing beyond, a cheer rose and broke apart into laughter. Residents had been watching the lights. They knew the difference between a temporary miracle and something that would stay. When the strain eased, they began to come down in ones and twos, carrying bowls, blankets, folding stools, and a tray of fried dough that somebody had somehow made during the chaos. The smell hit the room in a wave of sugar, oil, and cinnamon.
Mara leaned against the wall and dragged a hand down her face. 'I did not think this would become a meal.'
'Everything becomes a meal eventually,' Joss said. 'That is the secret of buildings.'
The maintenance bot rolled toward the center of the room, looked up at the crowd, and announced, 'Load distribution is now within tolerances. Human behavior remains uncontrolled.'
'That's the nicest thing anyone has said tonight,' one of the residents replied.
Elia stayed where she was until the room settled. Then she crossed to the wall plate, placed her palm flat against the warm casing, and looked at Ilan over the shoulders of the people around them. She did not try to make the moment bigger than it was. That was what made it land.
'You built us a room,' she said.
'I opened a room that was already there.'
'That sounds like your way of refusing praise.'
'It is an important skill.'
She smiled, tired and real. 'I was wrong to keep the stair to myself.'
'I was wrong to think a private line could stay private once the tower got hungry.'
'You mean I was right.'
'I mean you were annoying and correct.'
'That is nearly the same thing.'
Joss groaned. 'Please do not start a family reunion in front of the load monitor.'
'Too late,' Mara said, and for once she sounded amused rather than sharp.
Elia touched Ilan's sleeve, a brief pressure, just enough to be felt and not enough to become awkward. It was the first time all night he had been touched by anyone without a tool between them. 'Eat something,' she said. 'Then we can argue about the stairs tomorrow.' He nodded, and the room around them slowly turned from emergency to evening.
By dawn, the rain had thinned to a silver mist that slid off the exterior vents and hung in the air above the catwalks. The chamber was no longer hidden. People had left blankets folded in corners, tea tins on the shelves, and three chairs that nobody had bothered to claim because the room had become too communal to be anybody's for very long. Ilan sat on an upturned crate with his gloves drying beside him and watched the block wake in a different posture. Residents still used the wall plates, but now they came down to the chamber first and only then decided whether a private call mattered. The old emergency spreaders had been labelled, the cooling fan cleaned, the load graphs set to a new rhythm that Mara promised could survive even if everyone in the tower developed an appetite for conversation at once.
'That is a terrifying sentence,' Joss told her.
'And yet accurate.'
Elia entered carrying a tray of tea and a plate of fried dough she had clearly taken from someone else's table with permission or without, depending on the social laws of the hour. She set one cup beside Ilan, then another beside the maintenance bot as if it were a guest deserving basic courtesy. The bot blinked and said, 'This is unexpected.'
'Get used to it,' Elia replied.
He looked at her, then at the room, then at the stairwell where a pair of residents were hanging a new sign that pointed not to offices or service access but to the chamber below. COMMON ROOM, it read in clean block letters, with a smaller line beneath it added by someone less formal: tea available, arguments tolerated.
Ilan barked a laugh and shook his head. 'That is going to be abused.'
'By whom?' Mara asked.
'Everyone.'
'Good,' she said. 'Then it works.'
He stood, rolled his stiff shoulders, and followed the smell of breakfast toward the stair landing. The tower still had too many wires, too many habits, too many weathered edges waiting for attention. But this morning the stairs were full of people moving toward one another instead of past each other, and the chamber under the laundry exchange was warm enough to hold them. That was enough for now. When Elia called after him to tell him the tea was terrible and he should drink it anyway, he answered with the only honesty left in him.
'Fine,' he said. 'But if it tastes like a battery, I am blaming you.'
Her laugh followed him up the stairs, and this time he did not have to imagine it through a wall.
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